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Abstract: The purpose of this study is to determine the practical use of reading strategies 
among Malaysia English as Second Language (ESL) learners between male and female 
students. Simultaneously, it also attempts to find out the most effective reading strategies 
used by both genders. There are one hundred and twenty students with different proficiency 
levels who participated in this study and they are ESL learners from public university in 
Malaysia. The data was collected by using a reading questionnaire to get the required data. 
Descriptive statistics was used to analyze the data to figure out the most effective strategies 
used by both genders. In order to determine how the use of reading strategies varied 
according to gender, Independent T-test was also employed to get the significant differences 
between both genders. According to the findings, Malaysia ESL learners both, male and 
female students, are high strategy users (M=3.8182). From this study, it has been revealed 
that there are significant differences between male (M=3.9206) and female (M=3.7586) 
Malaysia ESL learners in the use of reading strategies. This research hopes to provide 
students with the best practice in utilizing these strategies by enlightening ESL instructors on 
the strategies employed by ESL learners in Malaysia. 
 





Reading texts in English is one of the main problems faced by Malaysian undergraduate 
learners. One of the reasons for this problem to occur is due to the lack of vocabulary to 
understand reading texts. Thus, these learners need to equip themselves with knowledge of 
vocabulary to comprehend text. By having a schemata on the reading materials can help them 
to construct meaning while they comprehend the materials (Nozen et al., 2017; Vacca, 2002). 
Apart from that, failing to connect previous knowledge (schemata) and prediction of meaning 
of text can also lead to difficulties in understanding the reading text. This could be a result of 
non-sufficient knowledge in the English language. This in turn will affect their academic 
performance. According to Noor and Rashid (2018), learners face difficulties in reading due 
to the lack of sufficient vocabulary knowledge and effective reading strategies. To help these 
learners to overcome their difficulties in reading,  they need to be taught a range of reading 
strategies as they attempt to process written information. Also, language instructors should be 
informed of the range of reading strategies before they can provide the necessary training to 
improve their students’ reading competency. The positive effects of teaching reading 
strategies have been  revealed in previous studies (English, 2011). 
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2. Literature Review  
 
Routman (2003) describes reading strategies as “tools or plans in aiding and extending 
comprehension” (In: Hardebeck, 2006). Besides that, it is also a combination of attention, 
memory, perceptual progressions and knowledge developments (Rastakhiz & Safari, 2014). 
ESL or EFL Reading strategies are to understand the author’s message with a purpose 
(Olshavsky, 1977). Besides that, Wenden (1987) further defined ESL and EFL reading 
strategies as 158 techniques to accomplish goals and problem-oriented engagements. Oxford 
and Crookall (1989) clarified ESL and EFL reading strategies as leading learners to become 
more effective and efficient language learners by learning skills, behaviours, problem-solving 
skills, or study skills. Also, ESL and EFL reading skills when used intentionally could turn 
into reading strategy, and if used by a fluent reader the ESL and EFL strategy could be used 
automatically or unconsciously (Grabe & Stoller, 2001).  
 
Reading strategies expose the readers’ ways to apprehend a task, the kinds of textual cues 
they deal with, making the reading sensible and their reaction if they do not understand the 
text (Block, 1986). O’ Malley & Chamot (1990) said that L2 reading strategies are conscious 
and unconscious events, actions, methods, or conducts; readers use these strategies to assist 
them in handling difficulties with their comprehension and understanding a text. Also, 
ESL/EFL reading strategies expose readers choices of strategies used to interact with the text 
and their ways of using the strategies to accomplish effective reading comprehension 
(Carrell, Gadjusek, & Wise, 1998). Most of the researchers agreed that the strategies are used 
consciously by the readers.   
 
There are many researchers who have explored the use of ESL/EFL reading strategies among 
learners. (Poole, Gender differences in reading strategy use among ESL college students , 
2005) revealed that there is a high frequency of problem-solving strategies used by ESL 
university students.  (Gorsuch & Taguchi, 2008) found that EFL students used bottom-up, top 
down and cognitive strategies to aid them in their comprehension in repeated reading 
sessions. On the other hand, (Karbalei, 2010) compared reading strategies in Iranian EFL and 
Indian ESL college students and found that there are differences in the use of reading 
strategies between EFL and ESL learners. Iranian students mostly used problem-solving 
strategies whereas Indian students used mostly global and support strategies. In Thai 
university EFL students, most of the students frequently used metacognitive strategies and 
had significantly better reading test performance (Phakiti, 2003). Kummin and Rahman 
described undergraduate ESL students from Malaysia were proficient in English is frequently 
using a variety of strategies unlike those who were less proficient had little knowledge of 
metacognition (Kummin & Rahman, 2010).  
 
Furthermore, more researchers today have revealed the important differences of the 
unitization of English reading strategies between males and females (Sheorey, R. & 
Mokhtari, K., 2002; Poole, 2005; Poole, 2010; Sheorey, 2006; Sheorey & Baboczky, 2008). 
All of these researchers proposed that males’ are general use of English reading strategies are 
lower than females.  Sheorey and Mokhtari (2001) claimed the results to be at odds with the 
use of previous strategy research, which commonly has indicated that females use more 
strategies than males. In fact, Oxford (1993) advocates that females incline to be advanced L2 
achievers because females are prone to using higher level of strategy use and not for the 
reason of any distinctive gender differences. This idea is supported by Sheorey and 
Mokhtari’s (2001) research, regardless of their gender, it is found that those students who are 
proficient in their L2 reading use more strategies compared to those who are not proficient. 
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Therefore, it is evident that with the second language reading strategy use, gender differences 
are more associated to task demands and related motivation than biology, as others have 
advised is an example with other concerns surrounding language use and gender (Ehrlich, 
1997). In other words, both male and female ESL learners who want to attain higher L2 
reading proficiency use the similar strategies in order to grasp this goal. Future studies should 
explore whether or not second language learners of other skills also display similar strategic 
tendencies, or if gender differences become more distinct at the beginning and intermediate 
levels. Also, more research is essential to explain for why gender differences appear in 
general language learning strategy use, but not in reading strategy use. 
 
3. Methodology  
 
Research Design  
This research applied the quantitative approach to collect the data required. The data 
collection is based on the questionnaire answered.  
 
Respondents  
The respondents for this study consisted of 121 undergraduate students who have taken 
MUET (Malaysian University English Test). These students are Malaysian students and 
taking proficiency English classes as part of their requirements for language classes in their 
studies. The respondents were made up of 63 males and 58 females.  
 
Research Instrument  
For the purpose of measuring the variables this study adopted the questionnaire items from 
Oxford (SILL) and the Likert Scale was the chosen scoring scale for this research. The 
questionnaire was divided into two parts which were Section A and B. Section A consisted of 
the profile of the respondents whereas Section B is the list of reading strategies. Each 
statement was assessed using a five-point scale ranging from ‘1 = Never or almost true of me, 
2=Generally not true of me, 3=Somewhat true of me, 4=Generally true of me to 5 = Always 
or almost always true of me’. There are a total of 15 statements of strategies which the 




The data gathered from the respondents were analysed quantitatively and using the 
descriptive statistics. The responses were a group of students who were currently studying in 
the university as undergraduates.  
 
ESL Students’ Reading Strategy Preference 
In Table 1, items 1-15 represent the statements in the questionnaire related to adapted SILL 
Reading Strategies. Based on the table above, there are a total of 8 reading strategies that the 
ESL students prefer to use when they are reading with a median of 3.5 above. It seems that 
ESL students prefer to use most of the visualize strategies RME 14 (M=3.8182, SD= .94868). 
Not only that, they also prefer to visualize spelling of the new word RME 7 (M=3.7769, SD= 
.85135). Besides that, the students prefer to go back and forth in the text to find relationship 
among the ideas in it so that they can grasp the idea when they are reading RME 15 
(M=3.7603, SD= .94890). Also, most of the students tend to stop from time to time to think 
about the reading RME 13 (M=3.7190, SD=.94183). Creating associations with the new 
material and their prior knowledge RME 1 (M=3.5620, SD=.82556) is in the top five of 
strategies that the students’ prefer to use in their reading. The least preferred strategy is RME 
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11 (M=2.8347, SD=1.16438) as they are not keen on using flashcards with the new word on 
one side or other information. 
 
Table 1: ESL Students’ preference on the listed Reading Strategy. 
  N Mean Std. Deviation 
RME14 I try to picture or visualize information to help remember 
what I read. (Visualize) 
121 3.8182 .94868 
RME7 I visualize the spelling of the new word in my mind. 
(Visualize) 
121 3.7769 .85135 
RME15 I go back and forth in the text to find relationships among 
ideas in it. (Analysing) 
121 3.7603 .94890 
RME13 I stop from time to time and think about what I’m reading. 
(Repetition) 
121 3.7190 .94183 
RME1 I create associations between new material and what I already 
know. (Inferring) 
121 3.5620 .82556 
RME8 I use a combination of sounds and images to remember the 
new word.  (Visualize) 
121 3.5537 .89397 
RME2 I put the new words in a sentence so I can remember it. 
(Memory) 
121 3.5207 .83765 
RME5 I use rhyming to remember it. (Memory) 121 3.4876 1.08870 
RME6 I remember the word by making a clear mental image of it or 
by drawing a picture. (Visualize) 
121 3.4711 .97532 
RME4 I associate the sound of the new word with the sound of a 
familiar word. (Inferring) 
121 3.3884 1.02772 
RME3 I place the new words in a group with other words that are 
similar in some way (for example, words related to clothing, 
or feminine nouns). (Note Taking) 
121 3.3636 .93095 
RME10 I remember where the new word is located on the page, or 
where I first saw or heard of it. (Memory) 
121 3.2397 1.04103 
RME12 I physically act out the new word. (inferring) 121 3.2314 1.09362 
RME9 I list all the other words I know that are related to the new 
word and draw lines to show relationships. (Analysing) 
121 3.0413 1.10602 
RME11 I use flashcards with the new word on one side and the 
definition or other information on the other. (Note –Taking) 
121 2.8347 1.16438 
 
Female ESL Students’ preference 
Table 2 shows the female ESL students’ preferences on the listed reading strategies. Based on 
the table above, there are a total of 7 reading strategies that the ESL students prefer to use 
when they are reading with a median of 3.5 above. It seems that the female ESL students 
prefer to use most of the global strategies RME 13 (M=3.7586, SD= .92358). Besides that, 
they also prefer to visualize spelling of the new word RME 7 (M=3.7414, SD= .94702). Most 
of the female ESL students use RME 14 (M=3.7069, SD= .95529) as they try to visualize the 
information and picture to remember what they read. RME 14 is the most preferred strategy 
used by ESL learners in Table 1. Female ESL learners like to go back and forth to find the 
relationship among ideas in their reading RME 15 (M=3.6897, SD=.97705). Not only that, 
female learners prefer to use rhyming to remember their reading RME 5 (M=3.5690, 
SD=1.01068). The least used strategy is RME 11 (M=2.9483, SD=1.14589) as they are not 
keen on jotting down new word as they read. Most of the Female ESL learners preference on 
the reading strategies are to remember what they are reading. 
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Table 2: Female ESL Students’ preference on the listed Reading Strategy. 
Reading 
Strategy N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
RME13 58 3.7586 .92358 .12127 
RME7 58 3.7414 .94702 .12435 
RME14 58 3.7069 .95529 .12544 
RME15 58 3.6897 .97705 .12829 
RME5 58 3.5690 1.01068 .13271 
RME1 58 3.5517 .84131 .11047 
RME8 58 3.5517 .93981 .12340 
RME3 58 3.4828 .82167 .10789 
RME2 58 3.4655 .92177 .12103 
RME10 58 3.4483 .92095 .12093 
RME6 58 3.4310 .97535 .12807 
RME4 58 3.3966 1.04192 .13681 
RME12 58 3.1724 1.01113 .13277 
RME9 58 3.0345 1.13887 .14954 
RME11 58 2.9483 1.14589 .15046 
 
Male ESL Students’ preference 
Table 3 shows the male ESL students’ preferences on the listed reading strategies. Based on 
the table above, there are a total of 8 reading strategies that the ESL students prefer to use 
when they are reading with a median of 3.5 above. It seems that the male ESL students prefer 
to visualize any information and pictures to remember what they are reading RME 14 
(M=3.9206, SD= .93845) and it is the most preferred strategy in Table 1. Besides that, they 
also prefer to go back and forth in their reading to grasp the idea in the reading RME 15 
(M=3.8254, SD= .92527). Male ESL learners also prefer to visualize the spelling of the new 
word RME 7 (M=3.8095, SD=.75897). Not only that, male learners stop from time to time to 
think about their reading RME 13 (M=3.6825, SD=.96429). The least used reading strategy 
for male ESL students is RME 11 (M=2.7302, SD=1.18057) as they are not keen to write 
new word as they do their reading. RME 1 (M=3.5714, SD=.81744) Male students creates 
association to link new information with their prior knowledge.  
 
Table 3: Male ESL Students’ preference on the listed Reading Strategy. 
Reading 
Strategy N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
RME 14 63 3.9206 .93845 .11823 
RME 15 63 3.8254 .92527 .11657 
RME 7 63 3.8095 .75897 .09562 
RME 13 63 3.6825 .96429 .12149 
RME 1 63 3.5714 .81744 .10299 
RME 2 63 3.5714 .75593 .09524 
RME 8 63 3.5556 .85719 .10800 
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RME 6 63 3.5079 .98165 .12368 
RME 5 63 3.4127 1.15891 .14601 
RME 4 63 3.3810 1.02278 .12886 
RME 12 63 3.2857 1.16990 .14739 
RME 3 63 3.2540 1.01550 .12794 
RME 9 63 3.0476 1.08403 .13657 
RME 10 63 3.0476 1.11339 .14027 
RME 11 63 2.7302 1.18057 .14874 
 
Both genders are high strategy users in ESL Reading Strategy Use as table 1 indicated. In 
addition, there were significant differences in the use of Reading Strategy between male and 
female. Male ESL learners prefer RME 14, 15, 7, 13 and 1 whereas female ESL learners 
prefer to use RME 13,7, 14, 15, 5. Both female and male ESL learners are not keen on using 
flashcards to write new words as they read based on Table 2 and Table 3. It is also the least 




In conclusion, it is evident from this study that Malaysian ESL learners both, male and 
female students, are high strategy users (M=3.8182). From this study, it has been revealed 
that there are significant differences between male (M=3.9206) and female (M=3.7586) 
Malaysian ESL learners in the use of reading strategies. This research hopes to provide 
students with the best practice in utilizing these strategies by enlightening ESL instructors on 
the strategies employed by ESL learners in Malaysia. The establishment of the correlation of 
reading strategies and gender with reading performance will be able to shed some light on 
how language instructors can facilitate students in reading academic texts thus narrowing the 
gap between male and female proficient and less proficient readers. The findings will 
enlighten language instructors on how to teach reading skills to ESL students of different 
genders. Learners will be able to understand and enjoy reading more if they are better 
equipped with the right and effective reading strategies. The identification of effective 
reading strategies may pave the way for improvement of reading skills among ESL students. 
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